A Dark Side of the Sun 


For those who live in its shadows 


John 


was mentally handicapped, and forty when 
institutionalised by his sick mother. Perhaps 
it was his fanatical devotion to an idea - in his 
case, to go through the doors his mother had 
gone through - that recalled the biblical John. 


He too was baptized John 

And roaming wild in his wilderness 

Forty years, came to recognize 

The dry stones of his existence there. 

Learned to identify patterns of time and space 
By simple familiarity, not understanding. 


But his own mother, not Herodias, 
Betrayed him to this place - 

Not setting his head on asilver charger 
But framing it instead 

With the silvered bars of an alien bed 

And no familiar face lightened his darkness. 


His voice cried silently in this new wilderness 
And the straight path he doggedly set himself 
Ended in the limits prescribed 

By the cold glass doors ofa world 

Where doctors, nurses, patients made demands 
With an authority he did not recognize. 


The conviction of habit had made him 

Keep faith with the tenets of his old existence 

And fanatically now, he set his face 

Towards that Israel of his own shaping, 

Rejecting offers to embrace a new mysterious creed 
Proclaimed by strangers in astrange land. 


Marcia 


alter ipse amicus: a friend is another self 


| understand you very well 
And keep you ata distance. 
Mild you seem, 

Hesitant to express your views 
In situations strange to you - 
Foolish even, in your nervousness. 
So why am | reluctant 

To encourage our friendship - 
We share so many interests 
And our ideas accord 

In many ways. 

| recognise your strength 

Your wilfulness 

Tenacity of purpose 

And need to have your way. 
What is it in you makes me fear 
To know you more? 
Something identified long ago 
And turned away from: 

You area darker side of me 
Someone I'd change into 

All too readily. 
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Lil 


made her debut in an earlier book, but her 
performance was so brief and hesitant, | 
thought she deserved another appearance. 


I've seen them twice now in that waiting room 
Just drifting in and out of our experience 
Oblivious of the patients sitting there 
Concerned with problems of our own ill-health. 
A white stick that he waves from side to side 
Proclaims his stigma toa seeing world 
While hers might pass for harmless eccentricity 
Since vacancy attracts no notice to itself. 
Except his constant ringing cries of 
All right, Lil? 
Would raise an interest in the dead 
lfthey were even slightly more alive than we. 
At both those visits to that sanctuary 
For Mr Parson's E.N.T. Department 
I've heard that litany begin and end 
Their slow procession : 
All right, Lil? 
And all the waiting patients watching 
That lost figure in her baggy coat 
A jumble-sale hat of rose pink net 
Set gamely on her head, and stockings 
Like concertinas over her shuffling slippers 
Know deep inside their own embarrassment 
When the same ringing question comes again 
Between the insistent taps of his white stick 
All right, Lil? 
That Lil in no way is all right, and none 
To guide her in our National Health Service 
Except a blind man with a waving stick 
Who calls like a muezzin to her darkness 
All right, Lil? 


Hetty 


is my mother-in-law, whom | respect in many 
ways, and with whom | am too often impatient. 


Hetty sat always by her husband's clock 

That never ticked to any rhythm of hers 

But tocked her life away, invidiously 
Unsynchronised. 


She was no Ruth - uprooted but settling 

To live with Boas in an alien land 

For whom his people became her people 
Their ways her ways. 


From her town to his was forty miles 
Its chapels, country manners and accent 
Not really so dissimilar to those 

She’d left behind. 


Yet Hetty never felt at home there 

But let her roots for fifty restless years 

Keep her an exile, a dislocated 
Pendulum. 
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Solitary vagrant 


| do not know whether | was then a man 
dreaming | was a butterfly, 

or whether | am now a butterfly 
dreaming |am aman. 


- Chuang Tzu 


Clutching a plastic bag, face weathered dark 
That first day my solitary vagrant 
Facing the railings edging the park. 


The second day he stood there again 
Staring intently at iron bars 
Greasy with city dirt and morning rain. 


Birds pecking near on the third day ignored 
The communicant at the silent rail 
There was bread on the ground but no wine poured. 


That last time he'd left his place at the park 
And in the railings a torn bag, plastic 
Sagging like an open question mark. 
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Francis 


is a long-term mental patient whom | have met only 
in the stories told me by my daughter, a young 
student nurse who makes all her stories joyful 
because she is young - and joyful. 


Come on, who can sing? 

Cried the young nurses eager for a response 

From women withdrawn long ago from a world 

Out of harmony with their understanding. 
Depressives, psychotics, schizophrenics 

- Labels don’t mean a thing - 

Each in her turn wrapped herself more tightly inwards 
As her name was called. Then 

Francis? Can you sing, Francis? 

Francis’ face unscrewed slowly, her head 

Nodding in response to a half-remembered thought. 
Come on then, sing for us, Francis 

- Gently said and coaxing - | 

And unbelievably, miraculously, Francis sang. 

‘Love is the sweetest thing’ 

Were the words that came ina voice 

So enchantingly sweet, the nurses held their breath. 
She bewitched them for a whole verse long and then 
Just as abruptly her face restored its grimace 

And all their coaxing, all their youthful charm 
Couldn't make Francis sing her song again. 


Mezzotint 


‘fa maniére anglaise’ or ‘maniére noire’ 


The mezzotint process was invented in Amsterdam in 1642 and 
later brought to England, where it was used extensively for over 
two centuries before becoming unfashionable. It is enjoying a 
limited revival, though very few contemporary artists care to 
spend the time and effort necessary to prepare a mezzotint plate. 

It isa method of working from black to white. A copperplate 
is prepared, so as to print jet black all over, by ‘rocking’ it evenly 
a minimum of forty eight ways with a serrated steel tool. Its action 
is literally to rock from side to side, digging sharp teeth into the 
copper to throw up a surface of burrs as it creeps forward. The plate 
must be moved through an arc of five degrees for each successive 
rocking ,the whole process taking about five days for each plate. 

The rocker is the largest of the tools in the facing illustration. 
The scraper and burnisher - the two centre tools - are used for 
working on the image. The first removes the burr, the second 
flattens it. Limited repair work can be carried out with the smallest 
of the tools shown: the roulette. 

Since itis really adrypoint method, a mezzotint edition will 
be small. The compensation for all this effort for such limited results 
is arich velvety black and a softness unobtainable by any other 
method. A deeply bitten aquatint will approximate, but not equal 
the richness of amezzotint. 
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